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Introduction 

Jesus’ illustration of slavery will heal all of his disciples of seeking after 
position and prominence.  All of Christ’s disciples are by nature self-
seeking and self-promoting, but the God-Man, the Eternal Son of God and 
Son of Man shows from the world of slavery how true discipleship and 
love should look like in his church! 
 
If there is one attitude that will split a congregation of Christ’s people 
quicker than anything else, it is a self-serving, self-promoting attitude that 
clashes with another person, and will cause congregations of Christ’s 
people to miss the great blessing of being like-minded and same in 
purpose in love as Philippians 2 teaches us.   
 

Self-serving and self-promoting disciples are like Judas who 
betrayed the LORD, and all of us have the potential of falling into this 

sinful trap (cf. Hebrews 3:12ff). 
 
How can congregations of Christ learn to grow and mature together? How 
can congregations of Christ learn to love one another? By learning from 
this illustration of slavery from John 13, and learning to “outdo one another 
in showing honor” (Romans 12:9ff). 
 

How Great Thou Art Not!? 
How great thou art NOT??!!  We sing "How Great Thou Art" to the LORD 
God Almighty and to Jesus who reigns above the heavens and the earth.  
Yet there was a time when his disciples might have sang: "How Great 
Thou Art Not" when he stooped to reveal himself as a Glorious Servant-
Savior on the night of the Passover Supper.  Jesus did this to demonstrate 
his love and to show us the meaning of love as it is revealed by God.   
  

The reason we can sing "How Great Thou Art!" is because Jesus 
became "not so great" in order to save those whom he loved! 

 
In our passage from John 13 today, Jesus shows how the chosen 
community of the Church is to look in his physical absence.  In other 
words, Jesus is about to leave his disciples to go to death and back to his 
Father’s side (John 17:1-3), yet he leaves them with an illustration of how 
they are to love and serve each other while he is gone. 



 
Jesus washes the feet of his disciples to show how they will reveal 

his presence in love while he is physically absent from them. 
  

Jesus Withdraws to Become a Slave and Die for Sinners 
Jesus withdrew and John 13 begins the privatization of special revelation.  
The revelation that had been to the crowds, to all of Israel, now is privately 
revealed only to those who are his chosen (13:18).   
 
The Jewish leaders were plotting against Jesus in order to kill him (John 
11:47ff) and many had turned against him (John 12:37ff), so Jesus 
withdrew with his disciples from the multitudes in order that they might 
celebrate the Passover Supper together before he laid down his life.  
Jesus wanted to show the disciples an illustration of what it means to truly 
love one another. 
  
Jesus is about to explain to his disciples the rich teaching of the ministry of 
the Holy Spirit before he leaves them in John chapters 14-16, but first he 
wants to display the extent of his love for his own in his service in John 
13.  
  
The disciples had heard Jesus' teaching throughout the last two years of 
their lives.  Much of what Jesus had said and done had stunned them 
beyond belief.  If they were going through a photo album, reflecting back 
on his ministry in his final days, they would have remembered Jesus' talk 
with Nicodemus by night (John 3), and how he had told him that God so 
loved the world that he gave his only Son that whosoever believes upon 
him shall never perish but have everlasting life.   
 
They would have remembered the afternoon when they caught Jesus 
talking to a Samaritan woman at a well and how amazed they were that he 
was showing such mercy to one such as this (especially since she had 
two social demerits against her: she was a Samaritan and a woman!) 
(John 4).   
  
They would have remembered the incident when many were miraculously 
fed, and followed him to be fed again, but Jesus told them that he was the 
True Bread from heaven, and that they must eat his flesh and drink his 
blood, and many ceased to follow him (John 6:60-71).  They would have 
remembered Jesus telling the crowds that he was the Resurrection and 
the Life (John 7), He was the Light of the World (John 8:12), and they 
would have even remembered the day when he said to the Pharisees and 
teachers of the Law that "Before Abraham was, I Am" to everyone's shock 
and disbelief (John 8:58). 
  
The disciples had experienced some great and memorable times with 



Jesus.  They had seen him do so many wonderful things as he proclaimed 
the good news that the Kingdom had come in him!  For the disciples, 
surely it was a precious memory when Jesus spoke of his love for his own, 
who he called his sheep (John 10), and how he ultimately displayed his 
power and love for Lazarus in his resurrection (John 11).   
 
As Jesus' time had come for him to lay down his life (John 12:23ff), these 
memories must have come rushing back to them like vivid photographs.   
  
Yes, Jesus had done some amazing things in giving salvation, healing, 
and life to the dead in the last couple of years.  But what the 
disciples were about to witness while they were reclining around the table 
was the unbelievable, the unfathomable, the truly remarkable, the true 
extent of Jesus' love for his own.   
 
Because of John's Gospel, we have a peak into this amazing scene where 
the Glorious Servant-Savior demonstrates his love and sets an example 
for others to follow as disciple-slaves.  Read John 13:1-19: 
  

John 13:1-19 

 ESV John 13:1-19: Now before the Feast of the Passover, when Jesus knew that 

his hour had come to depart out of this world to the Father, having loved his own 
who were in the world, he loved them to the end. 

2 
During supper, when the devil 

had already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon's son, to betray him, 
3 

Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had 
come from God and was going back to God, 

4 
rose from supper. He laid aside his 

outer garments, and taking a towel, tied it around his waist. 
5 
Then he poured water 

into a basin and began to wash the disciples' feet and to wipe them with the towel 
that was wrapped around him. 

6 
He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, "Lord, 

do you wash my feet?" 
7 
Jesus answered him, "What I am doing you do not 

understand now, but afterward you will understand." 
8 
Peter said to him, "You shall 

never wash my feet." Jesus answered him, "If I do not wash you, you have no 
share with me." 

9 
Simon Peter said to him, "Lord, not my feet only but also my 

hands and my head!" 
10 

Jesus said to him, "The one who has bathed does not need 
to wash, except for his feet, but is completely clean. And you are clean, but not 
every one of you." 

11 
For he knew who was to betray him; that was why he said, 

"Not all of you are clean." 
12 

When he had washed their feet and put on his outer 
garments and resumed his place, he said to them, "Do you understand what I have 
done to you? 

13 
You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are right, for so I am. 

14 
If I 

then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one 
another's feet. 

15 
For I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I 

have done to you. 
16 

Truly, truly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his 
master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. 

17 
If you know these 

things, blessed are you if you do them. 
18 

I am not speaking of all of you; I know 
whom I have chosen. But the Scripture will be fulfilled, 'He who ate my bread has 
lifted his heel against me.' 

19 
I am telling you this now, before it takes place, that 

when it does take place you may believe that I am he. 
  

The Glory of God Revealed in Shame 



The disciples had witnessed the glory of God in Jesus, but they had yet to 
experience the majesty and glory of God in such a "shameful" and almost 
embarrassing way.  Jesus, the Son of God, the Messiah was showing the 
extent of his glory and love by stooping even lower than when he took 
upon human nature.   
 
Jesus was stooping to the lowest, most menial place in the world of 
men in order to wash the dirty feet of his disciples.  Jesus Christ the 

Messiah is showing how love is demonstrated in his further 
descension to help poor sinners with dirty feet. 

  
Think of how this illustrates true love.  Love is not merely an emotion, it is 
driven by gratitude and obedience for what Jesus has done.  We will not 
always want to love, or feel like loving others in the Christian community, 
yet Jesus calls us to die as his disciples, he calls us to serve. 
 
The Apostle Luke tells us more about the conversation of what was going 
on around the table when Jesus washed his disciples’ feet on the night of 
the Passover.  In Luke 22:24ff we find out that the disciples were arguing 
about who was the greatest among them.  They were being competitive 
and proud which are common sinful characteristics of congregations of 
Christ that must be repented of.  Let’s read the context in Luke 22: 
 
A dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to be regarded as the 
greatest. 

25 
And he said to them, "The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship over 

them, and those in authority over them are called benefactors. 
26 

But not so with 
you. Rather, let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as 
one who serves. 

27 
For who is the greater, one who reclines at table or one who 

serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I am among you as the one who 
serves. 

28 
"You are those who have stayed with me in my trials, 

29 
and I assign to 

you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom, 
30 

that you may eat and drink at my 
table in my kingdom and sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel. 

 
Jesus reminds them of his authority among them.  He reminds them that 
he is their master and lord (13:13-16), but he shows them that he is laying 
aside his authority as ruler of heaven and earth to become a common 
house slave to his disciples!  He is showing that slavery, being a 
bondservant of love is the way to illustrate true discipleship. 
 

Authority or Service? 
The disciples want authority, or what we might call position and 
prominence in this world and even among themselves, but Jesus calls 
them to die to this worldly pursuit and to show true love by “outdoing one 
another in honor and love” (cf. Romans 12:9-14).  
 
Jesus is showing how to lay aside the position and prominence that may 
be theirs and will be theirs as heirs of the earth (Luke 22:29-30), and 



become loving slaves to one another in order to show true love and 
discipleship in Christ’s physical absence. 
 

Jesus wants his people, all those who would call themselves his 
disciples to love him and his people enough to stoop to put away 

any position and prominence they may have in this world to become 
a common and loving house slave to show Jesus’ presence until he 

returns! 
 
The disciples (we!) would have been very embarrassed by this for their 
Teacher and Master to wash their feet.  In fact, Peter speaks (as he many 
times does for the group) and is downright shocked and offended by the 
idea:  
  

"You shall never wash my feet!" 
  

A student is not greater than his Master, Jesus had taught them.   
 
What was probably going through their minds was, "If the Teacher is 
performing the menial servant task of a mere slave, then what must be our 
position in the world?" (If they were thinking this, they would be getting the 
idea of his illustration!).  The students are not greater than their master.   
 

The Son of God or Common House-Slave? 
The Master is making himself a common house-slave, doing the job that 
even the lowest of the slaves would have been embarrassed to perform in 
their culture.  What causes the lowliest among men to blush caused the 
Glorious Servant-Savior to use as an example of true love! (cf. Matthew 
20:25-28). 
 
Just so we don’t miss the way that the Jews at the time of Christ thought 
about slavery, let us read from a helpful historical Jewish book that is 
uninspired, but interesting for historical context.  This quotation on how to 
treat a slave in the time of Jesus is from the Book of Sirach, a Jewish 
Book of Wisdom: 
 
“Yoke and thong will bow the neck, and for a wicked servant there are 
racks and tortures.  Put him to work, that he may not be idle, for idleness 
teaches much evil.  Set him to work, as is fitting for him, and if he does not 
obey, make his fetters heavy.” (Sirach, 33:26-28). 
  
Jesus sets a slave pattern for all of his disciples to follow.  He “puts all of 
his disciples to work” in order that we might not be idle in our love for one 
another, but that we might learn true loving service and give up any 
identity of position and prominence so that our ultimate identity would be 
slaves of Christ. 



 
Yet Jesus does not make our fetters heavy!  By his grace and the ability 
he gives to us in sending the Holy Spirit, we are able to serve him out of 
gratitude as his slaves.  We are able to experience that his yoke is easy 
and his burden is light because he carries it for his people! (cf. Matthew 
11:28-30).   
 
In fact, he calls those who are enslaved to sin to be released from their 
bondage and come to serve him in true eternal bondage, to be 
paradoxically set free to serve him and be delivered from sin, death and 
the rule of the evil one. 
 
All those who would call on the Name of the Glorious Servant-Savior are 
called to serve; they are called to die.  Jesus bids us to come and follow 
him, Jesus bids his people to come and die!   
 

“Love One Another” 
As his disciples, we are all to follow him as the lowliest of men, so that we 
might be identified with the glorious, suffering, Servant-Savior.  Jesus 
tells his disciples that this is how you will know my love for you, and this is 
how you will display your love for each other.   
  

"A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, 
so you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are 

my disciples, if you love one another." (John 13:34-35) 
  
This is how far God stoops to love and to teach his own.  This is his love 
that he would come to us- - not as the Great and Powerful King, who 
indeed he was, but he would come as a Servant-Savior.   
 
This Servant-Savior had recently ridden into Jerusalem on a gentle colt of 
a donkey, and this Servant-Savior would wash his disciples' dirty feet, then 
he would lay down his life for those whom he loved! 

As Jesus the Great Messiah went down on one knee, laid aside his outer 
garments, took a towel and tied it around his waist in order to show love to 
the disciples, there was one disciple in the room who had decided in his 
heart to betray him.  As God in Jesus Christ was serving and loving his 
disciples, the devil is provoking the evil intent already in Judas' heart so 
that he might betray him, showing his true hatred for God.  

Jesus Stoops, Judas Betrays  
As Jesus stoops to serve, Judas rises up to betray.  What is so amazing in 
this scene is that Jesus washes Judas despite the fact that he knows he 
will betray him.  The Great "I AM", LORD of Heaven and Earth (13:19) is 



serving sinful men by washing their feet and showing them the cleansing 
they so desperately need.   
 
Notice the contrast between Jesus who has all authority as the God-Man, 
who stoops to serve and show love and Judas who is a follower of His 
Master who betrays him through self-seeking rather than love.  Jesus 
shows us all how little we know how to serve one another, and how little 
we know our own hearts. 
 
I don’t want you to miss the fact that none of Jesus’ disciples knew who 
was going to betray him! (John 13:22-25).  This means that none of us 
know our hearts and we should constantly be going to Jesus by faith and 
with repentance to “fix” and “heal” our sinful, unloving ways that like 
position and prominence so much more than actual service! 

Jesus is illustrating that in order to truly show our love for others, we must 
first become their servants, their slaves, no matter how "great" we are!  
Jesus doesn't stop with washing feet with water.  On the night of the 
Passover Jesus spilled water in cleaning his disciple's feet, the following 
day, Jesus will spill his own blood in order to permanently cleanse his 
people from their sins and give them new hearts! 

This passage is a reminder for all of God's people.  As Christ's servants, 
we are not greater than our Master!  If our Master showed his love in 
serving those who were sinful and undeserving -- so should we!   

Even those who betray us, abuse us, speak about us in evil ways, we 
must be reminded that we are not greater than our Master!   

That means that we do not deserve a better lot in life.  We should not have 
expectations that others should treat us with dignity and respect.  We 
should be reminded that we have the wonderful privilege of sharing in the 
sufferings of Christ as well as the resurrection and glory of Christ our 
Master (Rom. 8:28-39).   

Serving and “Grasping”! 
Remember the way the Apostle Paul vividly describes what our Christ-
likeness should look like in his physical absence until he returns from 
Philippians 2:3-11: 

Do nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in humility count others more significant 
than yourselves. 

4 
Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to 

the interests of others. 
5 
Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in 

Christ Jesus, 
6 
who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with 

God a thing to be grasped, 
7 
but made himself nothing, taking the form of a 

servant, being born in the likeness of men. 
8 

And being found in human form, he 
humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a 



cross. 
9 
Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that 

is above every name, 
10 

so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

11 
and every tongue confess that Jesus 

Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

Jesus the King of Heaven and Earth came not only to serve his disciples, 
but to die for selfish, self-serving, self-centered sinners like us, who have 
no natural ability to love and to serve!  Notice in Philippians 2:6 above that 
Jesus did not consider “equality with God something to be grasped after”.  
This means that he had the highest position and the greatest prominence 
as the Eternal Son of God, yet he did not “grasp after” this sinfully, but he 
entrusted himself as a loving slave to his Heavenly Father, giving us an 
example to follow until he returns (John 13:15). 

We are naturally a competitive people who will do anything to get our way, 
including ruling over and oppressing anyone else in order to attain position 
and prominence in this world that is passing away.  Yet Jesus says that 
we must repent of this thinking; this also is part of the “pattern of this 
present age” (cf. Romans 12:1-2). 

Think about it: Jesus was the Living God incarnate.  Jesus took upon 
himself a human nature to represent us before God.  He emptied himself 
of his glory so that he might achieve the humiliating, the unbelievable, 
unfathomable task of being a Servant-Savior. 

It was through Jesus' service and in his death that he was fully glorified 
and received the glory he had with the Father since the world began (John 
17:3).  It was because of Jesus' stooping extremely low that he reaches 
out his human hand of grace to poor sinners so that we might take the 
hand of Almighty God and be glorified so that we could live with him for 
eternity.   

What Jesus did was to set an example for all of those who would call 
themselves his disciples!  Jesus bids us to come and die, so that we might 
truly live!  Jesus bids us to come and serve, so that we might reign over 
heaven and earth with him in eternity. 

But how competitive and proud we are even in our ministries to others!  
We do not often look like Jesus in stooping down on bended knee to serve 
our brothers and thus show them love.  Oftentimes, we compete with one 
another in an effort to attain greatness.  Here Jesus our Master serves 
others to demonstrate love, and many times we are so unloving and proud 
to one another.   

Humble Repentance and Service for Christ! 



We must remember that as Christ's disciples we should continually repent 
of our proud and puffed up hearts.  We must remember that in order to 
show forth our love, we must serve.  Think about what Jesus was doing in 
this illustration for all who minister in the Name of the Glorious Servant-
Savior. 

He was about to teach them about the Holy Spirit in John chapters 14-16, 
a rich and deep theology of the Spirit.  Yet, first by the power of the 
glorious Holy Spirit, he first serves them.  There is a pattern worth 
noticing: 

Jesus stoops to serve on bended knee in order to show love, before 
he teaches others.  We often want to share with others the truth we 
know and understand from Scripture, but we must first serve others 

and thus love others before we truly have a right to teach them.   

Our Master set the example for all of those who would minister and serve 
in his name as his disciples.  He showed that we must serve, then we can 
teach.  If we truly want to teach, we must first learn to serve as slaves.  
And what does this illustration and imagery of slavery teach us?  Three 
important points: 

1) Slavery illustrates poignantly our true place as fallen creatures in 
God’s world.  It puts us in our place, so to speak. 

2) Slavery strips us of our authority, our position or prominence in this 
world if we want to follow Jesus as his disciples. 

3) Slavery shows us what the true life of discipleship looks like.  For 
the slave not only serves the Master, but may indeed be called to 
die for the Master. 

What a beautiful illustration of Christ's love and how this still exposes the 
depth of our pride and lust for fame and a great name.  Jesus turns our 
mere earthly goals upside down by reminding us here that the last shall 
indeed be first, and the lowly and humble shall be the ones who are 
exalted.   

In other words, Jesus teaches that the way truly "up" - - that we all 
so desperately want to attain - - is ironically, "down". 

We must descend if we are going to be great! 

Many years before this incident of foot washing when Jesus withdrew from 
the crowds to serve his disciples, the Prophet Isaiah had spoken of 
Messiah who was to come as having no form or majesty that we should 
look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him (Isaiah 53:2).  This 



Jesus who stooped to be a Servant-Savior was doing a most 
embarrassing thing for his disciples when he washed their feet.   

Yet, we are all stunned when we realize this is the King of Glory, the 
Creator of Heaven and Earth, and Risen Lord and King who is powerful 
and majestic and who reveals himself and his love to his own as a 
common foot washing slave!  The disciples had truly beheld Jesus' glory 
(John 1:16-18), but never quite like this on the night he stooped to wash 
the feet of dirty sinners.   

What glory to behold!  And now we all sing together: "How Great 
Thou Art!" 

Meditate upon the glorious Servant-Savior as you read Isaiah 53:1-5: 

 Isaiah 53:1-5 Who has believed what they heard from us? And to whom has the 
arm of the LORD been revealed? 

2 
For he grew up before him like a young plant, 

and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form or majesty that we should look at 
him, and no beauty that we should desire him. 

3 
He was despised and rejected by 

men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and as one from whom men 
hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not. 

4 
Surely he has borne 

our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, 
and afflicted. 

5 
But he was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our 

iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his 
stripes we are healed. 

Don't forget this:  
  

Not only did Peter and John the Beloved Disciple go out that night 
with clean feet- - so did Judas the betrayer!  Jesus was betrayed by a 

man with clean feet, but with an unclean evil heart of unbelief! 
  
Do you serve not only the people who love and respect you?  Or do you 
serve in Christ and for Christ's sake all people as a reflection of the glory 
of your Savior- - including those who betray, hate, and use you?  Judas 
may have had an unclean evil heart, but his feet were clean! 
 

The Opposite of Love: Selfish Self-Serving (cf. 1 Corinthians 13) 
Remember, no one knows their own hearts, even the disciples were not 
sure who would betray Jesus (13:21-25).  Peter thought he would lay 
down his life, but Jesus said that even Peter would betray him (13:36-38).  
There is an important message for us all!  If we do not know our own 
hearts, then we should not look to our own performance of Christian 
service, or lack thereof.   
 
What I mean is that we must never think that we have arrived as servants 
of Christ, only to judge others who are not serving as “well”.  Additionally, 



we should never condemn ourselves when we don’t serve well enough.  
For we will constantly fail the LORD Jesus!  As one wise man says:  
 

“We must repent of even our most righteous deeds!” 
 
We must repent of even our best slavery for Christ.  This means that part 
of the life of discipleship and slavery to Christ is constant repentance.  
Repentance of our failure to serve and love wholeheartedly our God and 
our fellow brothers and sisters in Christ; repentance of our failure to think 
that we have sometimes arrived and that we are better slaves than other 
disciples; repentance of finding our identities in our position and 
prominence; repentance of thinking too highly of ourselves and setting 
high expectations on others that we ourselves (if we were honest enough 
to admit it) cannot achieve; repentance of not forgiving and showing mercy 
to others, particularly those within the household of God; repentance of 
self-serving and self-promoting attitudes that are at the heart of betrayal, 
not discipleship. 
 
But this is all attained by the grace of God.  Part of the gracious and 
glorious work that the Father is doing in us, is creating more desire to love 
and to serve.  Go! Serving Christ gratefully and being driven to obedience 
by Christ’s love and illustration in this passage.  Repent of your unloving 
and self-serving attitude! 
 
Only Christ can make us loving.  Only Christ can work in our hearts the 
ability and the desire to love God and neighbor as ourselves and this 
should be our prayer for one another.  “Lord, make us a loving people.” 
 
Judas was self-serving; he used Jesus to make some money and the 
Jewish leaders used Judas to secure Jesus’ arrest.  Peter was self-
serving when he denied Christ; he was concerned at the moment more 
about what man thought about him, than what God thought about him. 
 
In Christ’s physical absence how is the chosen community of the church to 
look? Like loving, faithful, devoted, slaves to Christ.  Do you serve among 
other slaves in your congregation? Or, are you in a competitive race with 
other brothers and sisters to win favor and to attain position and 
prominence? Think about it.   
 
Jesus’ illustration will develop strong family-minded slave congregations 
who love one another deeply from the heart.  Others will see the evidence 
for the reality of Jesus’ presence among them because they love one 
another (John 13:34-35).   
 
If congregations of Christ do not heed Jesus’ illustration and 
commandment, they will ultimately split into little tiny self-serving slave 



groups.  Slaves committed only to themselves, and never to another, and 
so the downward spiral of splits and divisions will continue.  Unless, by 
God’s grace, he delivers us from our self importance, self-seeking and 
self-promotion!  God help us all! 
 
Selah. 
 
CRB 


